ABSTRACT.--It is generally observed in gulls (Larus spp.) that produce a typical clutch of three that the third-or last-laid egg is smaller and lighter than its earlier-laid counterparts. This typically results in the third chick hatching later, growing at a slower rate, and having a higher rate of mortality. This suite of factors has been described as the "third-chick disadvantage," and various functional interpretations have been suggested to explain its adaptive basis. We report on egg size, chick growth, and survival in a population of Western Gulls (Larus occidentalis) where the third-chick disadvantage appeared to be nonexistent. We suggest that functional interpretations of this phenomenon may be premature and that variation in egg size in gulls may simply be due to variation in female energy reserves, and that in colonies where food is abundant and nest density low, the third-chick disadvantage may be reduced or absent. 
In this paper we expand upon this point and argue that the third-chick disadvantage is largely a result of diminished energy reserves in female gulls. We present evidence to demonstrate that if breeding gulls have adequate food supplies, the third-chick disadvantage is almost nonexistent. Our data come from a population of Western Gulls (Larus occidentalis) where the food supply was abundant and competition for breeding space was minimal (Bell- Breeding biology.--During May-August 1981 and May 1983 the colony was visited at 2-day intervals; during May-July 1982 the colony was visited daily.
Each nest was marked with a wooden stake labeled for subsequent identification. Upon discovery, each egg was marked with a black marker pen, egg length and width were measured using Vernier calipers, and eggs were weighed using a tOO-or 300-g Pesola scale.
The date of laying (accurate within one day) also was recorded, and sequence of laying was determined.
When chicks hatched, the date and the hatching weight were recorded. Chicks were banded initially with rubber bands with nest number and position in hatch sequence written in indelible ink, and with in either length or width among eggs in relation to hatching sequence during any of the three breeding seasons (Table 1) There were no significant differences in hatching weights among first-, second-, and third-hatched chicks either within or between years (Table 3) . When weights of chicks at 5 and 10 days of age were compared, in 1981 there was a significant difference among weights of 5-day-old chicks, with third-hatched chicks showing the lightest weights overall (Table  3) .This difference disappeared by the age of 10 days, when third-hatched chicks were as heavy as first-hatched chicks. During 1982, there were no significant differences among chick weights by laying sequence at either 5 or 10 days of age. In fact, on day 5 third-hatched chicks had the heaviest mean weight (Table 3 ). There was, however, a significant difference in weights of all chicks combined between years at both 5 and 10 days of age. Chicks in 1982 were significantly lighter on average than their 1981 counterparts.
Chicks in the Moss Landing colony typically reached a weight of 500 g within two weeks of hatching. This is much faster than in the Southeast Farallon colony, where chicks typically did not reach 500 g until they were at least three weeks old (Coulter 1977).
There were no significant differences in the percentages or numbers of first-, second-, and third-hatched chicks that successfully fledged from the Moss Landing colony (Table 2) Placing daily food supplements beside the nests of Herring Gulls produces increased weight gain of all three chicks and improved chances of survival, especially in the third chick (Graves et al. 1984) . This suggests that the presence of a third surviving chick greatly increases the cost of reproduction, and that the third-or last-laid egg functions primarily as insurance against the loss of first-or second-laid eggs. In the Moss Landing colony the abundant food supply appears to function in the same manner as a food supplement. Hence, in colonies where the food supply is abundant and the nest density is low, it is likely that (1) the third egg (and chick) will be used to maximize parental fitness rather than act as insurance, and (2) in such colonies, the third-chick dis-
